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The Chamber of Deputies is pushing to approve the initial draft of indigenous-rights legislation
before the current session of Congress concludes at the end of April. The lower house has
committed to complete its version of the legislation by April 15, which would allow two weeks for
debate. If the draft bill is approved by April 30, the measure would then be sent to the Senate, where
all legislation is formally introduced.
The Chamber of Deputies is using as its starting point the bill introduced by President Vicente Fox
Quesada in December (see SourceMex, 2000-12-13). That legislation is based on the San Andres
accords negotiated by the government and the Ejercito Zapatista de Liberacion Nacional (EZLN) in
1996. The agreements defined protection of Indian culture and civil rights and awarded Mexico's 56
distinct indigenous nations a degree of administrative autonomy from federal and state regulations
(see SourceMex, 1996-03-21, 1997-03-12).

Initiative requires changes in many existing laws
Jose Luis Soberanes Fernandez, president of the government-affiliated Comision Nacional de
Derechos Humanos (CNDH), said the indigenous-rights initiative would require changes in at least
12 existing laws that govern such matters as environmental protection, forest policies, water policies,
fisheries, and hunting. Even if the changes in these laws were enacted, the full indigenous-rights
legislation would require approval by a two- thirds majority in each legislative chamber because it
modifies the Mexican Constitution.
The modifications to the Constitution must also be ratified by the legislatures of Mexico's 31 states.
Sen. Demetrio Sodi de la Tijera of the center-left Partido de la Revolucion Democratica (PRD) said
the three major parties, including Fox's center-right Partido Accion Nacional (PAN), have agreed to
debate the legislation with an open mind. "All of us, including the PAN, are aware that changes to
the Constitution are needed," said Sodi. "There is consensus on some articles of this initiative."
The cooperation of the PAN is especially crucial because party hard-liners, led by Sen. Diego
Fernadez de Cevallos, have presented objections to the San Andres accords. Theoretically, the PAN
could block passage of the indigenous- rights law because the party controls 35% of the seats in the
Senate and 40% in the lower house. The PAN hard-liners symbolically expressed their opposition to
Fox's initiative by forcing a party boycott of the two-hour address by leaders of the EZLN before a
joint session of the two houses of Congress.
The only PAN legislators present at the EZLN testimony were two or three dissenting senators, plus
the members of the party who belong to the special legislative committee on Chiapas (Comision de
Concordia y Pacificacion, COCOPA). Despite the PAN's intransigence, party hard-liners softened
their position after the Zapatista address and said they would be willing to allow a full debate of the
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San Andres accords. "We are convinced that any doubts can be clarified through a dignified political
dialogue and through the legislative process," said Deputy Felipe Calderon Hinojosa, leader of the
PAN delegation in the lower house.
The PRI appears to have come together to support the indigenous-rights legislation, although party
leaders had to convince hard-liners like Sens. Enrique Jackson Ramirez and Manuel Bartlett Diaz
and Deputy Emilio Gamboa Patron to drop their opposition. Jackson and Bartlett were among the
PRI legislators who initially opposed allowing EZLN leaders to use the gallery at the San Lazaro
legislative palace to address the Congress.

Zapatista leaders push for bill during address to Congress
The Zapatista leaders, who led a caravan through 12 states en route to Mexico City to lobby for
passage of the indigenous-rights legislation, had requested an audience before Congress but were
rebuffed by hard-liners in the PAN and the PRI. When Congress was unable to agree on allowing
the Zapatista testimony, the 24 EZLN leaders and their supporters threatened to go back home
to the mountains of Chiapas, which would have set back the prospects for peace talks with the
government (see SourceMex, 2000-03-21).
In the end, the Chamber of Deputies voted narrowly to allow the EZLN address on March 28, with
the negative votes coming from the PAN. The Zapatista address made a strong impression on many
legislative leaders, including PRI Sen. Bartlett. "What is important is that we continue our legislative
work in a serious and responsible manner," Bartlett said after the speech. "We are all in favor of a
Constitutional reform that benefits the indigenous people."
In their historic address before Congress, which was televised nationally by Mexico's two largest
networks, the Zapatista commanders appealed to Congress to put together the two-thirds majority
needed to approval the indigenous-rights legislation. "If you want Mexico to begin living in peace,
I urge you to carry out your duties as legislators and enact a law that will benefit indigenous
communities in our country," said EZLN Comandante Zebedeo.
Comandantes David, Tacho, and Esther also addressed the Congress. Esther, who appeared to be
the chief spokesperson for the EZLN delegation at the congressional address, also urged legislators
to keep an open mind. "We did not come here to humiliate anyone," Esther said. "We did not come
to legislate. We came to be heard and to listen. We came to talk." The EZLN leader downplayed
the criticisms that the indigenous-rights initiative could create deep regional divisions in Mexico.
"They say this law will promote a backward legal system, but they forget that the current laws only
promote confrontation, punish the poor, give impunity to the rich, condemn the color of our skin,
and make our language a crime," said Esther.
Conspicuous for his absence was Subcomandante Marcos, who has acted as the EZLN's chief
spokesperson since the rebels made their appearance in Chiapas in 1994. But in her address, Esther
said Marcos is the Zapatistas' chief military strategist and his presence would not be appropriate in
a peaceful address before Congress. "There were some who must have thought Marcos would be
at this podium, giving the central message of the Zapatistas, and now you see that is not the case,"
Esther said. "We are the commanders, and we give the orders."
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 3

LADB Article Id: 53510
ISSN: 1054-8890

Retired Bishop Samuel Ruiz, a long-time supporter of the Zapatistas, said the decision to allow
the EZLN to testify before Congress would go a long way toward furthering the peace process
in Chiapas. "This was not just an event," said Ruiz, who was forced to retire as head of the
Chiapas Diocese of San Cristobal de las Casas in December 1999. "This represents a new path in
our country's peace process." Federico Estevez, a political scientist at the Instituto Tecnologico
Autonomo de Mexico (ITAM), said the next task for the EZLN is to continue to organize at the
grassroots level. "It's like a civil-rights movement," Estevez told the Los Angeles Times.

Zapatistas, government lay ground work for peace talks
The congressional decision to allow the Zapatista leaders to testify coincided with two actions taken
by Fox to jump- start the peace process. Fox agreed to complete the closure of the military bases
located in the EZLN's area of influence. Fox had already closed five bases earlier this year, but
agreed to shut down the remaining two facilities. Additionally, Fox announced he would release all
the remaining EZLN prisoners held in Mexican jails. All prisoners held in Chiapas have gained their
freedom, but others remain in custody in the states of Tabasco, Veracruz, and Queretaro.
The closure of all seven bases, along with the liberation of EZLN members in prison and the
passage of the San Andres accords, were the three conditions set by the Zapatistas for peace talks
to resume. Peace negotiations had been suspended since 1996 because former President Ernesto
Zedillo refused to recognize the San Andres accords negotiated by his own envoys (see SourceMex,
1996-05-11, 1997-03-12, 1997-09-17).
The EZLN's willingness to negotiate with the government was evident by its decision to begin
meetings with Luis H. Alvarez, Fox's Chiapas peace commissioner. Alvarez and chief EZLN liaison
Fernando Yanez, also known as Comandante German, held their first meeting in late March to
lay the groundwork for future negotiations. Both the administration and the Zapatistas hailed the
resumption of peace negotiations. "As of this moment, President Fox has a secure, trustworthy, and
discreet means to promote a dialogue between the Peace Commissioner and the EZLN," said Esther
during her address. "We hope he makes good use of this opportunity."
President Fox also hailed the development. "The dialogue has also been resumed between the
federal government and the Zapatistas, as well as between the federal Congress and the Zapatista
rebels," Fox said. "We are now already firmly on the way to peace accords." (Sources: Associated
Press, 03/28/01, 03/29/01; Agence France-Presse, La Cronica de Hoy, Los Angeles Times, The New
York Times, The Dallas Morning News, Novedades, Copley News Service, The News, 03/29/01;
El Universal, 03/29/01, 03/30/01; Reuters, 03/28/01, 04/01/01; Notimex, 03/28/01, 03/29/01, 04/01/01;
Proceso, 04/01/01; El Economista, La Jornada, 03/29/01, 03/30/01, 04/02/01; Excelsior, 03/29/01,
04/03/01; CNI en Linea, 03/28/01, 03/29/01, 04/01/01, 04/03/01; El Financiero, Reforma, 03/29/01,
03/30/01, 04/02/01, 04/03/01)
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